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Introduction 
tŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞh< ?ƚŚĞĂĚǀĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?h<ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ
Excellence Framework (REF) for measuring the research performance of universities, has led to a 
renewed preoccupation with the use of academic evidence in policy-making. Whereas traditionally 
this has been a focus of policy studies, the debates and research on how, and indeed whether, 
academic evidence should influence policy has been broadened across academic disciplines (Pain, 
Kesby et al. 2011; Slater 2012; Flinders 2013; Smith and Stewart 2016). In particular, academic 
ĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĞƐƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞĂƌƚƐĂŶĚŚƵŵĂŶŝƚŝĞƐŶŽǁĨŝŶĚƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐĞǆƉĞĐƚĞĚƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ? in the 
specific policy sense of  ‘an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public 
policy or services, health, the environment or quality of liĨĞ ?ďĞǇŽŶĚĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂ ? ?Z& ? ? ? ?). The 
evidence around evidence use by policy-makers questions a lot of the assumptions behind the 
 “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ŵŽĚĞůƵƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞZ&ĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ PƚŚĞŝĚĞĂƚŚĂƚŽŶĞƐƚƵĚǇĐŽƵld be directly instrumental in a 
rational policy-making model has been shown to be demonstrably unrealistic and also likely to be 
inappropriate (Weiss 1979; Nutley, Walter et al. 2007); even broader models of knowledge transfer 
or translation have been found wanting due to the one-way nature of communication suggested 
(Davies, Nutley et al. 2008). Indeed, much of the research on evidence-informed policy  W including 
the broader project that this paper comes from (Connelly et al. 2015)  W suggest that developing 
close, collaborative working between policy-makers is the best way to allow exchange of knowledge 
between academics and policy-makers and for academics to become part of the complex networks 
of policy-making (Best and Holmes 2010).  
Summarising the literature on evidence translation and the literature that has emerged in the UK 
alongside the REF impact agenda, this paper highlights that these mainly focus respectively on: the 
demand for evidence from policy-makers; the boundary between academia and policy-making; and 
academic critiques of, or concerns about, the impact agenda. Building from this literature, this paper 
makes an empirical contribution by focusing on academic practices themselves  W a noted gap in the 
literature to date (Oliver, Innvar et al. 2014). Using evidence from a group of academic teams who 
were producing outputs that were specifically designed to impact on policy-making, the paper 
begins to answer the question: what are academics doing, or attempting to do, when they seek to 
deliver impact in the policy-making process? Taking an interpretive stance (Yanow 2000; Yanow 
2003) we focus on what meanings these academics bring to the process, and further what meanings 
ƚŚĞǇƚĂŬĞĨƌŽŵƚƌǇŝŶŐƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ? ?tĞƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŽƵƌƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƉĂƌƚŝcipants and objects as 
 ‘ƐŝƚƵĂƚĞĚ “ŬŶŽǁĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚƐŝƚƵĂƚĞĚ “ŬŶŽǁŶƐ ? ?(Yanow 2003: 231). The research was co-produced with 
a civil servant with the UK Government, Rutherfoord a social researcher, who conducted the 
interviews and some analysis with Matthews. This co-produced research process provided unusual 
empirical insights that are not prominent in existing research.  
The data and analysis highlights three specific barriers to delivering impact that we argue are worthy 
of further attention: individual biography; disciplinary identity; and institutional pressures, including 
the REF itself. In presenting this data we highlight the challenges of negotiating relationships within 
policy-making environments and the importance of these for understanding the needs of policy-
ŵĂŬĞƌƐ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŶŐƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵůůǇǁŝƚŚƚŚĞŵ ?ĂŶĚƵůƚŝŵĂƚĞůǇ ?ĚĞůŝǀĞƌŝŶŐ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ
academic research. 
dŚĞZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ&ƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ? ?ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ? ?ĂŶĚĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ 
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There has been a long-standing concern with the use of academic research in policy-making. In 
recent years this concern has grown, particularly within the UK, due to the pressures resulting from 
the 2013 REF which for the first time judged university research on its socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ? ?
While this is of particular concern within the UK, we spend some time discussing it here for two 
reasons: firstly it has led to disciplines outwith applied social science or natural science attempting 
to get their knowledge used as evidence in the policy-making process; and secondly because it is 
important in framing our findings below. The measurement of socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞ
REF has led to debate, and criticism, across academic disciplines emerging from the UK (Pain, Kesby 
et al. 2011; Bannister and Hardill 2013; Smith and Stewart 2016). These range from the view that 
 “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ŝƐĂŶŝŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶŽĨĂŶĞŽ-liberal accountability regime narrowly focused on instrumentality 
which limits academic freedom that must be resisted (Slater 2012: in reply to Pain, Kesby et al. 
2011) ? ‘debateƐĐŽŶĐĞƌŶŝŶŐƚŚĞ ‘ĐƌŝƐŝƐ ?Žƌ ‘ƚƌĂŐĞĚǇ ?ŽĨƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ ?(Flinders 2013: 150); and 
within policy-focused research areas, such as health policy research, there is also concern that 
 “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ǁŝůůůĞĂĚƚŽĂĨŽĐƵƐŽŶƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƚŚĂƚŝƐŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂůůǇƵƐĞĨƵůfor central government, 
stymying academic freedom and more innovative research (Smith and Stewart 2016). Finally, in 
terms of individual academic careers, and wider structural inequalities within academia, there is a 
concern that it will benefit certain researchers more than others. As Newman (2011: 480) argues, 
 ‘ ?Ŷ ?otions of EBP [evidence-based policy], knowledge transfer and other contemporary 
discourses ?serve to summon particular kinds of academic subject and privilege particular forms of 
knowledge ? ?
When we look at how socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ŝƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚǁŝƚŚŝŶƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞZ& ?ƚŚĞ
rational model of policy-making still clearly dominates thinking of how academic evidence might be 
used within policy-making (Bannister and Hardill 2013; May and Perry 2013). The REF guidance, 
states: 
 ‘ŝŵƉĂĐƚŝƐĚĞĨŝŶĞĚĂƐĂŶĞĨĨĞĐƚŽŶ ?ĐŚĂŶŐĞŽƌďĞŶĞĨŝƚƚŽ ŚĞĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ?ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ?ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ?
ƉƵďůŝĐƉŽůŝĐǇŽƌƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ?ŚĞĂůƚŚ ?ƚŚĞĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚŽƌƋƵĂůŝƚǇŽĨůŝĨĞ ?ďĞǇŽŶĚĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂ ? 
Impact includes, but is not limited to, aŶĞĨĨĞĐƚŽŶ ?ĐŚĂŶŐĞŽƌďĞŶĞĨŝƚƚŽ P ?ƚŚĞĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ ?
attitude, awareness, behaviour, capacity, opportunity, performance, policy, practice, 
ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽƌƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ?ŽĨĂŶĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ ?ďĞŶĞĨŝĐŝĂƌǇ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ?ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵĞŶĐǇ ?
ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽƌŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ? 
(Research Excellence Framework 2012: 26) 
This is a very linear, direct model, where a piece of evidence is seen to have clear and direct effects 
on societal outcomes, one of which may be policy. This adopts, or assumes, a quasi-rational policy 
cycle into which evidence from academics can just slot (Smith and Stewart 2016) ? “WĂƚŚǁĂǇƐƚŽ
ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ƚŚĞŶďĞĐŽŵĞĂŬŝŶƚŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ ?ŵĂƌŬĞƚŝŶŐĨŝŶĚŝŶŐƐƚŽĂƉƌĞƐƵŵĞĚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞ
that is interested. This is still the case even though policy analysis has, for decades, demonstrated 
that policy-making does not happen in this rational way (Cairney 2016); analogies of translation or 
transfer are ill-thought out and unrealistic (Davies, Nutley et al. 2008); and the role of evidence in 
the policy-process is complex and multifaceted (Weiss 1979; Parsons 2002; Nutley, Walter et al. 
2007).  
Research on evidence use by policy-makers has predominantly elaborated the needs and practices 
of policy-makers. At its simplest this focuses on differences and crossing boundaries: exhorting 
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ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐƚŽ “ĚŽďĞƚƚĞƌ ? ?ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚƉŽůŝĐǇ-making better (often ignoring substantial differences 
ǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚŝƐĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ? ?Žƌ “ƚĂůŬŚƵŵĂŶ ?(Flinders 2013: 150). More complex accounts highlight the 
competing demands on policy-makers  W particularly the political context  W and the way they judge 
and choose what evidence to use when making decisions. This is exemplified by realist accounts, 
such as the classic text on evaluation by Weiss (1997), or the accounts by Pawson et al. of why 
policy-makers need knowledge of what works, why and in what circumstances, rather than the types 
of evidence ordinarily produced by positivist, empiricist social science (Pawson and Tilley 1997; 
Pawson, Greenhalgh et al. 2005).  
The barriers and facilitators to getting research into policy-making have been summarised in a 
recent systematic review of the evidence (Oliver, Innvar et al. 2014). In the section on research and 
researcher characteristics, this review found studies that showed:  
 ‘ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐǁĞƌĞĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚĂƐĨĂĐtors affecting uptake of their research. Having a 
good understanding of the policy process and the context surrounding policy priorities was 
ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝǀĞŽĨƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƵƉƚĂŬĞ ?ďĂƌƌŝĞƌƚŽƵƉƚĂŬĞǁĂƐŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚǁŚĞƌĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐǁĞƌĞ
described as having different priorities from policymakers, with pressure to publish in peer-
reviewed journals. Researchers were valued more when it was clear they were non-partisan 
ĂŶĚƉƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐƵŶďŝĂƐĞĚƌĞƐƵůƚƐĂŶĚƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨĞǆƉĞƌƚĂĚǀŝĐĞǁĂƐĂůƐŽƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚĂƐŚĞůƉĨƵů ? ? 
(Oliver, Innvar et al. 2014: 6) 
As Nutley et.al. (2007: 298) argue, postmodernist and interpretivist accounts take these insights 
ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌĂŶĚŵŽǀĞƵƐ ‘away from understanding research use as primarily an individualised process, 
to seeing it as something that is socially and organisationally situated ? ?^ƵĐŚƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚďůƵƌƐƚŚĞ
boundaries between academia and policy-making, offering more fruitful analysis as to why, and 
how, evidence is used by policy-makers. This includes understanding the complex, dialogic nature of 
how academic evidence is used in policy-making systems (Best and Holmes 2010). This focus on the 
 “ŚŽǁ ?ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐŚŽǁƐŽĐŝŽ-cultural, organisational and individual biases and meanings affect how 
evidence is brought into policy-making. However, much of this work focuses on policy-makers, and 
how they use evidence. For example, it suggests that they: carry class-bias that prevents them 
defining a policy-problem adequately (Matthews 2012); struggle in chaotic situations to marshal the 
vast extent of evidence (Wilkinson 2010); and are operating in policy networks with a range of actors 
translating evidence for them (Smith and Joyce 2012).  
&ŽůůŽǁŝŶŐƚŚŝƐůŝŶĞŽĨƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ?ǁĞĨŽůůŽǁ^ŵŝƚŚ ?ƐŵŽƌĞƌĞĂůŝƐƚŝĐůŝŶĞŽĨĂƌŐƵŵĞŶƚ:  
 ‘from the perspective of much of the policy sciences literature concerning policy change, the 
ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶďĞĐŽŵĞƐŶŽƚ ? ‘ǁŚǇŝƐƉƵďůŝĐŚĞĂůƚŚƉŽůŝĐǇŶŽƚĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ-ďĂƐĞĚ ? ?ďƵƚ ‘ǁŚǇǁŽƵůĚǁĞ
ĞǀĞƌĂƐƐƵŵĞŝƚĐŽƵůĚ ?ŽƌƐŚŽƵůĚ ?ďĞ ? ?
(Smith 2014: 562)  
In this paper we seek to take this further and ask, why would academics want their evidence used by 
policy-makers? The insights of science and technology studies have provided nuance to broader 
debates about the types of knowledge created by academic research (Freeman 2009; Smith and 
Joyce 2012), and the variable take-up of these in different policy areas. However, a focus on 
academics as individuals with biographies and normative political commitments, and on academic 
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practices has been noted to be rare (Oliver et al. 2014). Exceptions are the reflections of particular 
ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐǁŚŽŚĂǀĞƚĂŬĞŶŽŶƌŽůĞƐŽĨ “ƉŽůŝĐǇĞŶƚƌĞƉƌĞŶĞƵƌƐ ?Žƌ “ďŽƵŶĚĂƌǇƐƉĂŶŶĞƌƐ ? (for example: 
Newman 2011) or those debates within individual disciplines representing disciplinary reflexivity (for 
example  Flinders 2013). One area of specific focus comes out of the reflection of knowledge-
exchange professionals increasingly employed by universities (for example: Phipps and Morton 
2013).  
While these accounts add richness and complexity to accounts of evidence use, we suggest that 
ƌĞƚƵƌŶŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞ “ƚǁŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ?ŵŽĚĞů(Caplan 1979) might actually help us conceptualise the 
policy-ŵĂŬŝŶŐƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŵŽƌĞƵƐĞĨƵůůǇďǇĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐƵƐŽŶŽŶĞ “ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? W academics themselves. 
This is particularly the case as there is little research on what academics actually do and their 
motivations when they try to get their evidence into policy-making: most asks about perceptions, 
not practices, and most is interview based. Less than ten per cent of the research Oliver et al. (2014: 
3) reviewed used observational methods, and while more practice-based work exists there is a 
consensus amongst its authors that not enough is known (Nutley, Walter et al. 2007; Oliver, Innvar 
et al. 2014: 9).) In the rest of this paper we present evidence from academics who were attempting 
ƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌ “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ƚŽŚĞůƉĨŝůůƚŚŝƐŐĂƉŝŶƚŚĞĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ? 
Method 
The interviews for this research were carried out in 2014-15, as part of a wider project exploring 
practices of evidence use and communication on both sides, and across, the academic/policy-making 
border. The project was undertaken collaboratively with the h<'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƐĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚĨŽƌ
Communities and Local Government (DCLG), and an important aspect of this was to research 
academics from the perspective of policy-makers. This is very unusual, and allowed novel insights 
into both the policy-making worlds anĚĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ǁŽƌůĚƐ ?dŚĞĨŽĐƵƐŽĨƚŚĞƉƌŽũĞĐƚǁĂƐƚŚƌĞĞƉŽůŝĐǇ
reviews that had aimed to translate academic evidence from a major research programme funded 
by the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) into policy-making on decentralisation and 
community governance. Two of the projects were led by scholars who would consider themselves 
social scientists. The way they chose to present their evidence reviews was largely in response to 
what civil servants in DCLG requested. The other project was led by a scholar from an arts and 
humanities background. The outputs of this project explicitly tried to represent the evidence in a 
different way and creatively disrupt norms of communication and policy-making (for a more detailed 
discussion, see Connelly et.al. 2012). The research team  W the authors of this paper  W comprised four 
members of the policy briefing teams, as well as an academic, Matthews, who was not involved in 
the policy briefing projects, and a civil servant analyst from DCLG, Rutherfoord, who was in the team 
which was the principal audience for the briefings.   
The 11 interviews that comprise the bulk of the data presented here were carried out by 
Rutherfoord and Matthews. The sample was all the academics involved in the policy reviews; one 
team member was an artist brought into one of the projects as a co-investigator. Apart from this 
artist, ĂůůŽƵƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁĞƌĞŝŶ “ZƵƐƐĞůů'ƌŽƵƉ ?ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ-intensive universities in the UK. All but 
one of the original review team members were interviewed. One interview was carried out by one 
interviewer over Skype for convenience, the rest were carried out by both interviewers, in person.  
The methodology of the research was interpretive  W seeking to understand how participants 
understood the process of developing the policy reviews. This interpretive stance also framed the 
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nature of the questions asked of participants. The interviews were semi-structured, covering the 
ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŽĨĐĂƌƌǇŝŶŐŽƵƚƚŚĞƌĞǀŝĞǁƐ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶƐĨŽƌĚŽŝŶŐƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƚŚĂƚŚĂĚĂn impact, 
and wider working environment, and were open-ended allowing participants to reflect on their 
activities, emotions and motivations. This produced a rich discussion between the three parties in 
the interview; indeed one interviewee commented at the end of the interview that they were not 
expecting such a deep and reflexive experience. The questions included one about the REF as this 
had come out as of particular interest in the preparation for the interviews by participants and the 
interviewers. Given the interdisciplinary nature of the policy reviews, the interview also inquired 
about the interface between social science and arts and humanities disciplines in carrying out the 
reviews. Interviews were transcribed and shared among all six researchers, including those who had 
worked on the initial policy reviews. The transcripts were inductively coded in NVivo by Matthews, 
with analysis and input from Rutherfoord and the wider project team. Given the co-produced nature 
of the research project, this created a deliberative, reflexive team. The ethics of sharing data 
between the team were negotiated on an ongoing basis as part of the process of co-production (see: 
Beebeejaun, Durose et al. 2015: for a discussion of ethics within contemporary co-produced 
research). Due to the ease with which quotes may be attributed to participants, they are reproduced 
sparingly in the empirical section to preserve anonymity. 
The interview data was supplemented by further material. Firstly, observational data collected by 
the research team during the course of the fieldwork, for example at meetings with policy-makers 
and seminars, and meetings between the academic team and civil servants within DCLG. Secondly, 
the team members were asked to produce reflexive blog posts during the project: at the start asking 
them to reflect on producing the original briefs and then to reflect on where they felt they were 
going with this co-produced project (this helped develop the interview schedules); and then at the 
end of the project reflecting on how they think academic practices needed to change. Thirdly 
through the co-produced methodology, the collective process of reflection in person and by email, 
ĂŶĚƚŚĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨ “ƚŽŽůƐ ? ?ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚĨƵƌƚŚĞƌŝŶƚŚĞĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ? ?ĂĚĚĞĚĂĨƵƌƚŚĞƌƌŝĐŚŶĞss and 
thickness to the data and analysis.  
In analysing the data we used an interpretive approach to understand the practices and meanings of 
ƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĚĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐĂƐ ‘ůŽĐĂůŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?ŽĨƉŽůŝĐǇĂĐƚŽƌƐ(Yanow 2000; Yanow 2003). The 
interviewing approach providing rich material for this analysis. Rather than abstracting data out of 
the interview transcripts thematically through thick coding, the analysis was sensitive to the story 
being told by individuals, the contexts individuals found themselves in, and in-turn created, through 
their actions. Narrative structure of stories reveals causal interpretations used by participants  W that 
an event came after, and was linked to, a previous event (Hollway and Jefferson 2000). In 
reproducing the data below, this desire to be sensitive to the data was in tension with the 
confidentiality of the participants, so a level of richness has had to be sacrificed.  
In interpretive analysis, the aim is to move between micro levels of analysis, such as metaphor, myth 
and stories, and build these up to rich descriptions of meaning-making systems  W variously described 
as cultural domains (Coffey and Atkinson 1996) or traditions (Bevir and Rhodes 2006). Both cultural 
domains and traditions should be internally cohesive and relatively stable, yet because they are 
systems that actors use to make meaning of the world, they are also amenable to change. In this 
case, the quantity of data did not allow us to reach such theoretical saturation, so it would be 
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inappropriate to consider whether we had identified stable domains or traditions, a point we return 
to in the conclusion.  
As well as these abstractive approaches to data analysis, the co-produced methodology involved 
interpretation and analysis of the data. The three-way discussion in interview allowed for 
interrogation of specific points and a reinforcing discussion on diagnosis of problems and possible 
solutions. The reflexive end-of-interview discussion, when the recorder was switched off, furthered 
this, along with discussion between Matthews and Rutherfoord. In the rest of the paper we thus 
present three stories that come out of the thickness of this co-produced analysis that tie together 
the accounts of our participants and bring to the fore key aspects of academic experience and 
behaviour that were important in terms of knowledge translation or exchange type activities: 
individual biographies and motivations; academic disciplines; and institutional pressures, including 
the REF. We conclude by highlighting a solution identified by most participants, the need for 
dialogue between researchers and policy-makers, and the relation of this to space, both physically 
and metaphorically.  
Career biographies as meaning-making 
Career biographies were a common feature in the interviews. The biographies were diverse, and 
participants used them to explain their current practices in a variety of different ways, most often 
without explicit prompting. These narratives were meaning-making for our participants in the way 
that they helped explain why they wanted to do research that had an impact, relating this to a 
normative desire to change the world, and among five participants related to previous work outwith 
academia, in policy-making or related areas. They helped explain why our participants behaved in 
certain ways, and as will be explored in the subsequent section, placed them within an academic 
discipline and norms.  
In terms of explaining a particular normative mission of our participants these short biographies 
created a causal story. For those participants who were not explicitly wanting to change policy, there 
was a common normative desire in their research to not just explain the world, but to apply that 
knowledge in some way to alleviate problems, or give marginal groups a voice in contexts where 
they would otherwise be ignored. For example, one of our participants described their ongoing work 
ǁŝƚŚĂůŽĐĂůĚĞƉƌŝǀĞĚŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚĂƐ P “trying to do something that for me is a long-term project ?
of representing the communities in different settings to help them. Another participant understood 
their current activities and research practices by relating them to working with gypsy-traveller 
groups in community development work over 20 years ago  W the injustice they had witnessed then, 
and their experiences of trying to tackle them through research-based activism. Another older 
WƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚŚŽǁƚŚĞǇǁĞƌĞ P “still driven by I want to make a change to society. I actually 
want a better society, I want some of those problems actually solved ? ? 
Individual biographies were also meaning-making for participants who had worked outwith 
academia  W it was used to justify why they knew how things are done in other (predominantly policy-
making) contexts outside of the academy. For example, one respondent explained that: 
 “^Ž/ŵĞĂŶ ?ŶĂŵĞ ?ŝƚǇŽƵŶĐŝůǁĂƐĂŶŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐƉůĂĐĞƚŽ ƉŝĐŬ ?ŝƚǁĂƐĚŽŝŶŐƚŚŝŶŐƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚůǇ ?
Before that I used to work in [local authority] in an R&I [research and innovation] unit which 
was one of the biggest R&I units outside London and it was just doing a job that local 
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government should have been doing, it was fantastic. But it was innovative, it was your 
ůĞĂĚŝŶŐĞĚŐĞ ?^ŽŝĨǇŽƵ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶĂůǁĂǇƐŝŶƚŚŽƐĞĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐǇŽƵĂƌĞǀĞƌǇĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůŝŶĂƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞ
ǁĂǇǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ŶŽƚĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ‘ŽŚŝƚ ?ƐďĂĚ ?ďƵƚǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ? ‘ŚŽǁĐŽƵůĚƚŚŝŶŐƐďĞďĞƚƚĞƌ ? ? ? 
This was part of quite a long career for this participant, but it remained important to them in terms 
of helping them better understand policy-making contexts.  
These biographies were also important in relatŝŶŐŚŽǁĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞƉĞŽƉůĞĨĞůƚ “ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ ?ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂ ?
or working in a policy environment: 
 “ĞĨŽƌĞ/ǁĂƐĂŶĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ/ǁŽƌŬĞĚĨŽƌĂƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůƉĂƌƚǇĂŶĚ/ ?ǀĞĚŽŶĞƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŬ-tank work ? 
The interviewee went on to explain: 
 “ƐŽ/ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞ/ ?ǀĞĂůǁĂǇƐďĞĞŶŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚed in kind of what goes on outside the academy and 
wanted to do research that was policy-ƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ?ŶĚ/ƐƵƉƉŽƐĞƚŚĞƐŽƌƚŽĨƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ/ ?ǀĞĚŽŶĞ
which has been about public services obviously lends itself very well to that ? ? 
Another participant used their career biography in terms of places of employment to describe their 
 ‘ƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŝŶƚŽĂƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚǁĂƐĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƉŽůŝĐǇ-makers:  
 “ƚŚĞƉůĂĐĞƐƚŚĂƚ/ ?ǀĞǁŽƌŬĞĚ ?ƐŽ/ǁĂƐĂƚ[applied university research centre] and then at [local 
government-funded research centre] and [applied university department] and then at [applied 
university research centre] ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞĂůůƉůĂĐĞƐƚŚĂƚƌĞĂůůǇƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐĂƚĂŬŝŶĚŽĨŶĞǆƵƐ
between policy, practice and academia. And that appealed to me ĂŶĚ/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŽƚŚĂƚ ?Ɛ
ũƵƐƚŚŽǁ/ ?ǀĞďĞĞŶƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐĞĚ ? ? 
For our participants these biographies thus explained their approach to their research, and 
importantly whether doing applied policy-relevant research, working with policy-makers, and 
communicating in a policy environment were things they had experience in, or were socialised to 
expect to do as part of their role as an academic.  
Academic disciplines and meaning-making and boundary-producing 
Throughout our data, the importance of academic disciplines was a key theme. We see this in three 
ways: their centrality to biography; how comfortable, or not, participants felt in policy-contexts; and 
the use of meaning and practices from specific disciplines in boundary-marking. 
Firstly, and leading on from the previous section, academic discipline was often a key part of our 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐ ?ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ P 
 “I was actually lucky enough to be taught by [academic] and a lot of really amazing people at 
ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇǁŚŝĐŚĂĐƚƵĂůůǇƌĞĂůůǇĂĨĨĞĐƚĞĚŚŽǁ/ƐĂǁƚŚĞǁŽƌůĚ ?/ŵĞĂŶŚĞ ?ƐƌĞĂůůǇƉŽǁĞƌĨƵůůǇ
present in my work still. So my book  ? is on actually revisiƚŝŶŐĂŶĚƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚ ?ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ?Ɛ ? 
ůĞŐĂĐǇ ?^ŽƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŵĞ ? ? 
The ĐůŽƐŝŶŐ “^ŽƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŵĞ ?ŝƐƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇƚĞůůŝŶŐ W ĨƌŽŵƚŚŝƐƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐƚĂƵŐŚƚ
by a leading academic, we are meant to then fully understand everything about this person, the type 
of academic they are and what they do. Such important fŝŐƵƌĞƐĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚŝŶŽƚŚĞƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ?
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ďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐĂŶĚĐŽƵůĚďĞƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚĂƐĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ “ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ? ŝŵďƵŝŶŐŽƵƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐǁŝƚŚĂǁĂǇŽĨ
being an academic, and importantly being an academic within their specific discipline.  
Secondly, and important for our analysis here, this sense of disciplinary-self led to how our 
participants understood themselves within policy-making environments and how comfortable they 
felt. For example, one meaning-making practice for our participants who had engaged with policy-
focused research in the past was to understand the research process in a client-researcher 
relationship ?ŽĨƚĞŶǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĐůŝĞŶƚƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚĂƐĂ “ƉŽůŝĐǇĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ? ?The ambiguities and 
tensions this produces for researchers, especially where the client is a government body, have been 
explored in other research (Lse Gv Group 2014). It should be noted that in our research some of our 
participants were in university research units that relied on consultancy income, but this notion of a 
client-researcher relationship was not confined to these people. 
This affected how these participants went about doing their commissioned reviews. Some 
participants worked from the basis that there was a research client and they had to produce the 
research this client wanted. In this case, these researchers felt there was an ambiguity around who 
ƚŚŝƐ “ĐůŝĞŶƚ ?ǁĂƐ, as the policy reviews were funded by the AHRC to deliver impact through being 
used by DCLG. For these scholars, this presented them with dual lines of accountability. The teams 
led by social scientists sought confirmation of what was needed from the client and were quite 
amazed that the AHRC were not in a position to offer this steer and changed their approaches 
accordingly: 
 ‘So I think we made a decision on both that /ĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŬŶŽǁǁŚĂƚƚŚĞ,ZƌĞĂůůǇǁĂŶƚĞĚďƵƚ/
thought I knew what you [DCLG] wanted. And I thought that I was better able to do that. ? 
This same participant also described in a blog post how the AHRC seem to lose interest: 
 “ƚŚŝƐǁĂƐĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚƚŽŵǇĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞŽĨǁŽƌŬŝŶŐŽŶĐŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĞĚƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚǁŚĞƌĞƚŚĞ ‘ĐůŝĞŶƚ ?
ŝƐƵƐƵĂůůǇĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůůǇĞŶŐĂŐĞĚ ? ?ƚŚĞǇ ? ?^ĞĞŵĞĚƚŽůŽƐĞŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŽŶĐĞĐŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĞĚ ?
ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇŝŶƚŚĞƐĞŶƐĞŽĨďƵŝůĚŝŶŐĂŶŽŶŐŽŝŶŐƉŽůŝĐǇƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ? ?
Because of this, these teams were comfortable reporting to, and engaged much more closely with, 
the DCLG. This was clear in the outputs produced  W the teams produced reports in formats 
suggested by DCLG: a slide pack (a substantial PowerPoint presentation intended to be read as a 
document) and a report informed by a 1-4-20 format and genre (a single page summary, a four page 
executive summary and a 20 page report). 
The contrasts with the participants from the other team who had very little engagement with the 
ĐŝǀŝůƐĞƌǀĂŶƚƐǁŚŽǁĞƌĞƚŽďĞƚŚĞ “ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ?ĨŽƌƚŚĞŝƌŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?KŶĞŵĞŵďĞƌŽĨƚŚŝƐƚĞĂŵ
reflected on this in terms of a lack of confidence to work with DCLG: 
 “/ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚ ?ƐďĞĞŶƌĞĂůůǇŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚƉĞŽƉůĞůŝŬĞ[other team members] who are 
ŵƵĐŚŵŽƌĞĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ ?/ ?ŵŶŽƚĂƐĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶt with [civil servants] though  ?/ ?ŵŶŽƚĐŽŶĨŝĚĞŶƚ
with the DCLG ? 
This team member was from a humanities background, so had no relevant experience from their 
research to date, or from wider disciplinary experience. 
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More broadly, our participants reflected on their own experience of different disciplinary practices 
and how some disciplines, for example urban studies and urban planning, social policy and public 
health, were more comfortable operating in a policy environment. In these disciplines doctoral 
supervisors or peers would interact with policy-making and the practice was valued. Some 
participants noted how where they worked was different and not as comfortable positioning 
themselves as policy oriented. For example, one of our participants reflected that:  
 “there are inƐƚŝƚƵƚĞƐƐŽƌƚŽĨƐŝŵŝůĂƌƚŽƵƐ ?which will produce these nice sort of two-page, 
easily email-able, etc. summaries of their research and when I suggested doing it here I 
think most people were broadly sympathetic as long as they themselves dŝĚŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞƚŽ
write it. But you know, some of them who were more sort of professoriate, had a view that 
ǁĞůůũŽƵƌŶĂůĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐŽŶůǇǁĂŶƚŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůǁŽƌŬ ?ƐŽǁĞĐĂŶ ?ƚďĞƉƵďůŝƐŚŝŶŐƚŚŝŶŐƐŝn two-page 
ƐƵŵŵĂƌŝĞƐ ? ? 
ŶŽƚŚĞƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƚŽůĚƵƐƚŚĂƚ “ƉĞŽƉůĞĚŝĚŶ ?ƚǁĂŶƚƚŽŚĂǀĞƚŽƚŚĞǁŽƌĚ ‘ĂƉƉůŝĞĚ ?ŝŶŽƵƌǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨ
the School because they felt that that would demean the quality of their intellectual work ? ?ŽŝŶŐ
 “ŝŵƉĂĐƚ ?ŝŶƚŚĞƐĞĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚƐƌŝƐŬĞĚƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶŝŶŐƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚƐĐŚŽůĂƌůǇƋƵĂůŝƚǇĂŶĚƌĞƉƵƚĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚ
represented a disciplinary difference for these participants who had greater policy experience.  
The importance of discipline as a meaning-making tradition was particularly apparent when our 
participants were discussing the boundaries between disciplines, or how disciplines were seen by 
 “ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌƐ ? ?dŚĞĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞƌĞǀŝĞǁƐďĞŝŶŐƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĚǁĞƌĞ ?ďǇƚŚĞŝƌǀĞƌǇŶĂƚƵƌĞ ?ŝŶƚĞƌĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĂƌǇ PƚŚĞǇ
were taking knowledge from the arts and humanities, loosely defined, and applying this in a policy 
context traditionally dominated by the social sciences. Because of this, the differences between 
disciplines emerged in the everyday work of carrying out the project, which is common in 
interdisciplinary working (Barry, Born et al. 2008). 
The following two quotes from participants exemplify this, particularly in the way that the 
participants felt their background was being stereotyped or misunderstood:  
  “/ƚŚŝŶŬƚŚĞĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚǇ/ŚĂĚǁŝƚŚǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚ ?ƐŽĐŝĂůƐĐŝĞŶƚŝƐƚƐ ?ǁĂƐƚŚĂƚŝƚǁĂƐǀĞƌǇŵƵĐŚ “Ăƌƚ
ǁĂƐĨƵŶ ? ? ?  
 “dŚĞƌĞ ?ĚďĞĂǁŚŽůĞůŽƚŽĨ stuff about kind of stereotype of social scientists, which I found 
very irritating ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ĚŽŶ ?ƚƚŚŝŶŬŽĨŵǇƐĞůĨŝŶƚŚŽƐĞĐĂƚĞŐŽƌŝĞƐ ? ? ? 
The broader literature on interdisciplinary working suggests that it is most successful when it is 
focused on particular issues and leads to epistemological change in the disciplines coming together 
(Barry, Born et al. 2008). The two quotes from different team members presented here suggest this 
epistemological transformation did not fully occur. One interpretation could be that the 
epistemological difference between the disciplines was too great to ultimately bridge; indeed, in 
interview one team member used their hands to gesture such a bridge failing to be built, their 
fingers not quite touching as they brought their hands together.  
Further, when interpersonal differences and the stresses of working to a tight timescale got too 
much, the practices of academic disciplines as traditions that were meaning-making were a 
comforting place to withdraw to, stopping the progress of interdisciplinary transformation in its 
tracks:  
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 ‘dŚĞĚŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŽŶƐŬŝŶĚŽĨŽƐĐŝůůĂƚĞĚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƌĞĂůůǇĨĂďƵůŽƵƐĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚƚŚĞŶ ?ĂƌƚƐĂŶĚ
ŚƵŵĂŶŝƚŝĞƐƐĐŚŽůĂƌ ?ǁŝƚŚĚƌĂǁŝŶŐŝŶƚŽ ?ƌƚƐĂŶĚ,ƵŵĂŶŝƚŝĞƐďƵŶŬĞƌ ?ĨƌŽŵŵǇƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?^Ž
some of the time iƚĨĞůƚǀĞƌǇ ‘zĞĂŚ ?ǁĞĐĂŶƌĞĂůůǇŐĞƚƚŽŐƌŝƉƐǁŝƚŚƚŚŝƐƐƚƵĨĨ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶƐƵĚĚĞŶůǇ
ŝƚǁŽƵůĚƐƚŽƉďĞŝŶŐůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ? ? 
KŶĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƌĞŐƵůĂƌůǇƵƐĞĚĂ “ĚĞůŝďĞƌĂƚĞďŽǆŝŶŐŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌ ?ŝŶƚŚĞŝƌďůŽŐƉŽƐƚƚŽĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞŚŽǁ
this tension manifested itself in project workŝŶŐ ?ŶŽƚŚĞƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚŝƚĂƐĂ “ĐůĂƐŚ ? P “I 
ƚŚŝŶŬŝƚǁĂƐĂĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĂƌǇĐůĂƐŚƚŚĂƚůŽŽŬĞĚůŝŬĞĂƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůŝƚǇĐůĂƐŚ ?/ƚŚŝŶŬƵŶĚĞƌŶĞĂƚŚŝƚŝƚ ?ƐĂ
philosophical clash that is quite deep ? 
In terms of the policy review produced, the tension and stress of nearing the final deadline meant 
the social scientists resorted to their traditional disciplinary practices: producing a report in the 
format that might be expected by a policy-maker in a UK Government department. The arts and 
humanities wanted to disrupt communication with artistic outputs, particularly a short film. What is 
more important for us here, in understanding the efficacy of academics getting evidence into policy-
making, is that is demonstrates how important academic disciplines were for our participants. When 
individual identity was threatened through tensions between individuals, project management, 
disagreements on communication styles and the relative weight given to different types of 
knowledge in outputs, individuals appeared to hunker down and use their academic discipline as a 
cloak.  
ĨŝŶĂůĞǆĂŵƉůĞŽĨĂƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐƚŚŝƐĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĂƌǇ “ŽƚŚĞƌŶĞƐƐ ?ŝƐƵƐĞĨƵůŚĞƌĞ ?/ŶĂ
reflexive moment, this participant describes how they were described by another academic from a 
different discipline and the impact of this:  
 “WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ PŶĚ ?ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ?ĂƐŬĞĚŵĞ ?ŚĞĂƐŬĞĚŵĞĂƚƚŚŝƐǁŽƌŬƐŚŽƉ ‘tŚĞƌĞĂƌĞǇŽƵ
ĨƌŽŵŝŶĚŝƐĐŝƉůŝŶĂƌǇƚĞƌŵƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ/ƐĂŝĚ ‘/ ?ŵĨƌŽŵWŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ?ĂŶĚŚĞǁĞŶƚ ‘KŚ ?ƐŽƌƌǇ ? ? 
Interviewer: (laughs) 
Participant: And then ƐĂŝĚ ‘WŽůŝƚŝĐƐŝƐŶŽƚǀĞƌǇƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ?ĂŶĚŝƚƌĞĂůůǇŚŝƚŚŽŵĞƚŽŵĞ ?ŶĚŝƚ
ŵĂĚĞŵĞƌĞĂůŝƐĞƚŚĂƚĂůŽƚŽĨƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůƐĐŝĞŶĐĞǁŽƌŬŝƐǀĞƌǇĚŽŵŝŶĂƚĞĚďǇůŝŬĞ ?ĞŵƉŝƌŝĐŝƐŵ ?ĂŶĚ
ŝƐŶŽƚƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůŝŶƚŚĞƐĂŵĞǁĂǇƚŚĂƚƐŽĐŝĂůƉŽůŝĐǇŝƐ ? ?
In data such as this, we therefore see important of academic disciplines as a set of norms and 
behaviours for our participants as meaning-making. While the literature on evidence translation 
does recognise disciplinary differences in getting evidence into policy-making, this tends to focus on 
the nature of the evidence itself: for example the debates as to whether policy-makers prefer the 
 “ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ?ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŽĨƋƵĂŶƚŝƚĂƚŝǀĞƐŽĐŝĂůƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ(Nutley, Walter et al. 2007). Alternatively it 
focuses on how different disciplines are effective, or not, in communicating their findings (Flinders 
2013). Interpreting academic disciplines instead reveals a different issue: that these disciplines are 
ƉĂƌƚŽĨĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ĚĞĞƉŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ-making repertoire, and how they make sense of the world and 
operate in it. This means, in-turn, that there are complex intersections of these meaning with 
working in a policy-making environment. 
Institutional pressures 
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As discussed in the literature review, the debate about bringing evidence into policy-making is 
framed, particularly in the UK, in terms of the pressures on the contemporary university and issues 
of performance management (Shore 2010; Slater 2012). Here, we want to use the specific insights 
generated when a civil servant asked academics about their practices to understand institutional 
pressures in a novel way. We focus specifically on how our participants discussed the REF as this was 
a clear theme within the data; for the civil servant analysing this data, it was the least understood 
ĂƐƉĞĐƚŽĨĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐǁŽƌŬŝŶŐĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐĨŽƌĂŶŽƵƚƐŝĚĞƌ ?/ŶƚŽƚĂů ?ĂĐƌŽƐƐƚŚĞŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ “Z& ?ǁĂƐ
mentioned 78 times (although this does include mentions by the interviewers). It should also be 
noted that the interviews were carried out either side of when the final REF results were published, 
so the topic was pertinent. 
As with most commentary and research from within academia in the UK (see, for example: Smith 
and Stewart 2016), our participants were ambivalent about the REF as it impacted on their 
professional development, some more than others: 
 “ĞĐĂƵƐĞ/ƚŚŝŶŬĂůŽƚŽĨŝƚ ?ƐďŽůůŽĐŬƐ ?ŶĚ/ŬŶŽǁŝƚ ?ƐŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚďƵƚ/ĨĞĞůƋƵŝƚĞƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ
ƚŚĞǇƐŚŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚĚƌŝǀĞŽƵƌĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐůŝǀĞƐ ? I try and make sure that stuff I do is helpful but 
/ ?ŵŶŽƚŐŽŝŶŐƚŽůĞƚƚŚĞZ&ĚƌŝǀĞŵǇĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐůŝĨĞ ? ? 
&ŽƌŽƵƌƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐƚŚĞƌĞǁĂƐƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞŽŶƚŚĞŵƚŽƉƌŽĚƵĐĞƚŚĞĨŽƵƌ ? ‘ĨŽƵƌ-ƐƚĂƌ ?ƉĂƉĞƌƐĨƌŽŵ
research projects. One of our participants contrasted thiƐƚŽƚŚĞ ‘ĨƵŶƐƚƵĨĨ ? P ‘/ĂůƐŽĚŽŶ ?ƚŶĞĞĚďŝƚƐŽĨ
ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚƚŚĂƚǁŽŶ ?ƚůĞĂĚƚŽZ&-able publications .. ?zŽƵĐĂŶ ?ƚũƵƐƚŬĞĞƉŚĂǀŝŶŐĨƵŶ ?ĚŽǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ
what I mean? ? ?ďǇǁŚŝĐŚƚŚĞǇŵĞĂŶƚƉŽůŝĐǇĂŶĚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ-relevant work that was not fully recognised 
by their institution. 
While we want to focus on the REF here as an institutional pressure that led to specific practices, it 
must also be acknowledged for many of our participants, the REF was part of a wider set of 
performance pressures. For example, for one participant, being awarded the policy review grant was 
linked to their desire to make a good impression and develop networks within a new university 
context: 
 “ŝƚ ?ƐŵĂǇďĞĂďŝƚŽĨĂŶĞƌǀŽƵƐŶĞƐƐŽŶŵǇŽǁŶƉĂƌƚƚŚĂƚ/ǁĂƐŐŽŝŶŐƚŽǇŽƵŬŶŽǁ ?ĂZƵƐƐĞůů
Group kind of university and it was quite a big step up  ? ^ŽǇĞĂŚ ?ŝƚǁĂƐŶ ?ƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞŝƐĂ
target to meet those awards, it was more a sense of I want to give an impression of what 
ŬŝŶĚŽĨĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞ/ĂŵĂŶĚǁŚĂƚŬŝŶĚŽĨĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ/ ?ŵĂďůĞƚŽŬŝŶĚŽĨŵĂŬĞ ? ?
However, the main institutional pressure on our participants derived from the REF was the tension 
between writing papers and taking the time to develop strong, trusting relationships with policy-
makers that would allow effective translation of evidence into policy-making to occur. The 
overwhelming power that the REF had over the choices and incentive structures of our participants 
was apparent. While performance management regimes, with organisational and individual targets 
and annual reviews, are now commonplace, particularly in government (Matthews 2015), this was 
something quite different. The way the participants framed so much of their working lives in terms 
of the REF was striking  W it would be discussed without prompting as something that affected 
academic practices, and narratives would often include the REF in the storyline. 
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It was also clearly apparent in the broader fieldwork for the project that the REF model of impact 
ǁĂƐŝŶĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚǁŝƚŚƚŚĞƌĞĂůǁŽƌůĚŽĨŵƵůƚŝƉůĞƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐŽŶĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ƚŝŵĞĂŶĚƉŽůŝĐy-ŵĂŬĞƌƐ ?
resources. Given the inherent time lag in journal publication, and without access to academic 
journals, or the time to read and translate them, it was highly unlikely a policy-maker would be able 
to access academic knowledge and evidence in the format privileged by the REF. Our data would 
suggest that it is not sufficient for academics to repackage, or translate, their evidence in ways that 
might be more suited to policy-makers. Rather there is a need for policy-makers to understand the 
broader practices and meaning-making traditions of academics.  
Dialogue in complex environments 
The stories of impact presented above suggest a marked difference in the approach of the three 
teams: two were comfortable in policy environments, and sought dialogue with the policy 
 “ĐƵƐƚŽŵĞƌ ?ƚŽƚĂŝůŽƌŽƵƚƉƵƚƐƐŽƚŚĞǇĐŽƵůĚďĞƌĞĂĚŝůǇƵƐĞĚďǇƉŽůŝĐǇ-makers. The other team, on 
their own admission, were working in the dark, as a member of the team commented on how they 
treated the end of the project presentation:  
 “ǁĞĂĐƚƵally then behaved in a very traditional academic way and said here are the outputs 
ĨƌŽŵƚŚŝƐƉƌŽũĞĐƚ ?ŐŽĨŝŐƵƌĞ ?ŶĚǁĞĚŝĚŶ ?ƚ ?dŚĞƌĞǁĂƐŶŽĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ?ƚŚĞƌĞǁĂƐŶŽŽƉĞŶŝŶŐƵƉ
ƚŚĞƐƉĂĐĞ ? 
The learning from this for this team was the need to open up dialogue to ensure greater 
understanding of the policy environment. In their blog post commenting on the end-of-project 
ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞƚĞĂŵŵĞŵďĞƌŶŽƚĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚŝŶƚŚŝƐƉĂƉĞƌ P “ŐƌĞǁŽƵƚŽĨĂ
conversation that day with [civil servant] to the effecƚƚŚĂƚǁĞŶĞĞĚĞĚƚŽĐĂƌƌǇŽŶƚŚĞĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ? ?dŚĞ
opportunity of one of this team being embedded within the DCLG (see: Connelly et al. 2015) enabled 
this to be tested further, as they reflected in interview at a comment directed at Rutherfoord:  
 “ ?ĐŝǀŝůƐĞƌǀant] very graciously sat down and spent a bit of time with me looking at my version 
ŽĨŵǇ ?Ĩŝůŵ ?ǁŚŝĐŚ/ ?ĚĂůƌĞĂĚǇƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚǁŝƚŚŝŶƚĞŶŵŝŶƵƚĞƐŽĨďĞŝŶŐŝŶǇŽƵƌŽĨĨŝĐĞ ?/ƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚƚŚĂƚ
ĨŝůŵǁĂƐŶŽƵƐĞǁŚĂƚƐŽĞǀĞƌƚŽǇŽƵďƵƚ/ĐŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞǁŚǇ ?^Ž/ŚĂĚ that conversation 
ǁŝƚŚ ?ĐŝǀŝůƐĞƌǀĂŶƚ ?ĂŶĚ ?ƚŚĞǇ ?ŽĨĨĞƌĞĚƚŽƐŝƚĚŽǁŶĂŶĚŬŝŶŽĨŐŽ ‘dŚĂƚďŝƚ ?ƐƵƐĞĨƵů ?ƚŚĂƚ ?ƐŶŽƚ ?
kind of thing, which was incredibly useful. But without that opportunity of sitting in your office 
I would have no clue on what to leave in and what to leave out as much as I did have just from 
ƐŝƚƚŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞƌĞ ? 
ƐĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞƌĞǀŝĞǁ ?ƚŚŝƐƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚ<ĂƉůĂŶ ?ƐŝĚĞĂŽĨƚŚĞ “ƚǁŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ?ŝƐ
still a useful heuristic for understanding the divide between academia and academics, and policy-
makers.  
However, rather than crossing the boundary, or learning a new language, as metaphors of 
communities and translation suggest, our research suggests an ongoing engagement with the 
complex system of policy-making is required. Put simply, from experience some of the academics we 
interviewed had greater experience, and thus learning, about this than others. As one team member 
commented in a blog post, for academics this requires:  
 “holding a position of learner, improving and using reflective practices, constructing/ 
ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŶŐƚŽĂƐƉĂĐĞĨŽƌŚŽŶĞƐƚĚŝĂůŽŐƵĞ ? 
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dŚĞƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐŝŶĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ĐĂƌĞĞƌƐĂŶĚƚŚĞƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐƉƵƚŽŶƚŚĞŵ ?ĂƐĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ
section, seem to mitigate against this. As one team member commented in a blog pŽƐƚ P “ŝŶƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞ
ŵǇĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚůŝŬĞƐŵĞƚŽĚŽƚŚŝƐƐƚƵĨĨ ?ŝƚĚŽĞƐŶ ?ƚŵĂŬĞĂŶǇƚŝŵĞĨŽƌŝƚ ? ?
The co-produced aspect of this research demonstrated that this is not a one-way process and that 
policy-makers can learn from this level of engagement, experience and learning. As another 
participant commented in interview: 
 “ŽŶĞǁŽƵůĚŚŽƉĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĂƚůĞĂĚƐƚŽĂŵƵĐŚĚĞĞƉĞƌ ?ĐůŽƐĞƌĞŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚďĞƚǁĞĞŶƉŽůŝĐǇŵĂŬĞƌƐ ?
ŽďǀŝŽƵƐůǇǁĞ ?ƌĞƚĂůŬŝŶŐƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇĐŝǀŝůƐĞƌǀĂŶƚƐĂŶĚŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨƐĞƚƚŝŶŐƚŚĞƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĂŐĞŶĚĂ ?
monitoring and reviewing that agenda, having a dialogue, making sure that the results in the 
ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚŐĞƚƐƐŽƌƚŽĨĨĞĚŝŶƚŽŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ? ? 
We now conclude the paper by exploring the possibility for co-production to further the embedding 
of academic evidence in policy-making. 
Conclusion 
This paper has sought to begin to answer the criticism from many scholars of evidence translation 
that we do not know what academics are doing when they carry out work to translate evidence into 
a policy environment, although therĞŝƐĂŵƉůĞĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞŽĨĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ǀŝĞǁƐĂŶĚƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶƐŽĨǁŚĂƚ
ƚŚĞǇŚĂǀĞĚŽŶĞ ?dŚĞ “ƚǁŽĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ?ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚŚĂƐďĞĞŶĂƵƐĞĨƵůŚĞƵƌŝƐƚŝĐĨŽƌĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐŽŶ
ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ ?ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐĂŶĚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?dĂŬŝŶŐĂŶŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚŝǀĞƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?ǁĞŚĂǀĞƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐ
as bringing specific experiences and meanings to knowledge translation activities and encounters. 
Further, through these activities, our participants took new meanings as they understood specific 
contexts better and further developed a cross-cultural competence necessary for good quality 
translation (Connelly et al. 2015).  
We have highlighted three particular themes from our data that seemed particularly important 
when working with policy-makers. Firstly was personal biography, and in particular previous 
experiences of working in policy-focused environments. This gave this group of our participants an 
understanding of the motives and working practices of policy-makers, increasing their comfort in 
these environments. Second, and related, was the importance of academic discipline. This was 
particularly an issue given the interdisciplinary nature of the policy reviews our participants had 
produced. It had deeper significance though  W through their own admission some of the disciplines 
our participants would locate themselves in had much greater collective experience of working with 
policy-makers which they could draw upon. Further, there was a clear role for disciplines in creating 
boundaries for the identities of our participants  W they were this discipline, because they were 
different to another discipline that did things differently. Finally, specific pressures on our 
participants had a lot of meaning for them, in particular the pressures of the REF and the 
contradictory pressures to produce high-quality research outputs (primarily peer-reviewed journal 
articles) and the recognition that activities that might, ultimately, lead to evidence being fed into 
policy-making processes might not be highly valued.  
The sample of participants in this study were self-selecting and cannot be assumed to be 
representative of their disciplines as a whole. The interviews were focused around the particular 
policy reviews produced in a particular context and time (in the run-up to the REF). There is likely to 
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be much variability across academics, disciplines and policy areas. However, we believe the 
ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚŝǀĞĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚƚŽƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĂŶĚĂŶĂůǇƐŝŶŐƚŚĞŝƌƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐĂŶĚ “ůŽĐĂůŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ ?ŽĨƚƌǇŝŶŐ
to do impact, and influence policy-making, is a fruitful avenue for the study of evidence translation 
to follow. Supplementing this, the co-produced nature of this research also provided particular 
insights, which might not be readily forthcoming from a project conducted solely by academics. 
Returning to the discussion of the REF that opened this paper: instrumentally, if we want to improve 
the efficacy of evidence translation, this research has specific implications. Most obviously, as 
mentioned, is the fact that it highlights the tension inherent within the REF between producing high 
quality outputs and impact with those outputs.
i
 Normatively, as our findings suggest, many 
academics do want to have a positive impact on policy-making, making outcomes more just, or 
improving the efficiency and efficacy of policy. Our research points to specific barriers in this regard 
as well  W this normative drive behind providing evidence for making policy decisions and delivering 
policy is very different to the need for objectivity, particularly in the UK Civil Service, as enshrined in 
the Civil Service Code with its explicit commitment to impartiality (UK Civil Service 2015). This does 
suggest that, in some ways, two very different communities do exist, and there is a need for cultural 
competence and understanding across the boundary. We have suggested practical ways to 
overcome these barriers elsewhere (Connelly et al, 2016). 
In their systematic review of what works in evidence translation, Oliver et.al (2014: 4) found that the 
 ‘ƚŚĞƌŽůĞŽĨƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ?ƚƌƵƐƚ ?ĂŶĚŵƵƚƵĂůƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ?ǁĂƐĞǆƚƌĞŵĞůǇŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚĨŽƌgetting research 
findings into the policy-making arena. That this research  W and this paper  W were co-produced with a 
policy analyst in the UK Civil Service is further evidence to this affect. However, to develop such 
relationships means that academics must enter what Newman (2013: 525) ƌĞĨĞƌƌĞĚƚŽĂƐ ‘ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ
ǌŽŶĞƐ ? ?/ƚǁĂƐĐůĞĂƌĨƌŽŵŽƵƌĚĂƚĂƚŚĂƚƐŽŵĞĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐƐŚĂĚŵŽƌĞƐŬŝůů ?ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƚŽ
do this effectively. Our data also suggests that greater cross-cultural competence is needed. This 
needs to move beyond the obvious awareness that policy-makers might need evidence repackaged 
ŝŶƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌĨŽƌŵĂƚƐ ?ƐƵĐŚĂƐ “ƚƌŝƉůĞ-ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ?(Flinders 2013). Policy-makers need to have greater 
awareness of the motivations, pressures and diversity of academics and be more confident in 
exploring these with the academics they have, or want to have, contact with. Academics also need 
to have greater reflexivity. Part of this may be awareness and caution in entering a complex, political 
environment: Newman (2013: 525) ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ ‘the ambiguities and dilemmas associated with 
creative labour in these perilous times: how the very words one speaks can rebound as they become 
taken up in government discourse ? ?dŚĞĨƵƌƚŚĞƌƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶǁĞƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƚŚĂƚŵŝŐŚƚďĞƌĞƋƵŝƌĞĚŝƐĂ 
consideration of more basic issues: what are your motivations for trying to get your research 
findings into policy-making? Do they align with the policy-makers you are wanting to work with? 
Have you discussed this with them? While this may not produce a panacea to make the process of 
translating evidence into policy-making a more fruitful process, the cross-cultural competence this 
may engender might make these interactions slightly less haphazard.  
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i
 Ironically, this was a tension for this project itself  W the team had discussions as to whether to prioritise the 
ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶŽĨƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚŽƵƚƉƵƚƐƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞƐĞ ?ŽƌĂ “ƚŽŽůŬŝƚ ?ƚŽŝŵƉƌŽǀĞƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶĂĐƌŽƐƐƚŚĞĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĂ-policy 
interface, with the latter a priority for our partners within the Civil Service.  
